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INTRODUCTION

The Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA) uses a school-based assessment system that
provides comparative data to schools and districts for use in planning and informing the public. In the
2001-2002 school year, regulation provides for individual student scores to be reported for Writing,

- Reading, and Mathematics assessments as the PSSA emphasizes a system for increased student
accountability.

This publication presents an overview of the state assessment system and a description of the Writing
Assessment. The Pennsylvania Literacy Framework (PCRP Ill) - Spring 2001 can assist classroom
teachersin instructional methods and techniques that support and enhance the writing process underlying
the assessment. Assessment handbooks also are available for mathematics and reading. One copy of
each of these documents can be obtained by sending a mailing label to:

Pennsylvania Department of Education
Division of Evaluation and Reports

333 Market Street, 8th Floor
Harrisburg, PA 17126-0333.
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OVERVIEW OF THE PENNSYLVANIA SYSTEM OF SCHOOL
ASSESSMENT

On October 21, 1998, the State Board of Education adopted final-form regulations for the new Chapter 4
of the Pennsylvania School Code. Upon conclusion of the regulatory review process, it was published in

" the January 16, 1999, Pennsylvania Bulletin as final rulemaking, binding on all public schools in the
Commonwealth. '

The new Chapter 4 replaces the previously adopted Chapters 3 and 5 and provides a new direction for
the Pennsylvania System of School Assessment (PSSA). Beginning with the 1998-99 assessment, the
PSSA became standards-based. This means that, beginning with the February/March 1999 testing, all of
the PSSA assessment had to be aligned with the Pennsylvania Academic Standards. The movement to
standards was adopted as a major focus of the Chapter 4 regulations, and those for Mathematics and for
Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening were included as an Appendix to Chapter 4. These Academic
Standards have been widely distributed and can be found on the Pennsylvania Department of Education
Web site: http://www.pde.state.pa.us/

As outlined in Chapter 4, the purposes of the statewide assessment component of the PSSA are now the
following:

1. Provide students, parents, educators and citizens with an understanding of student and school
performance.

2. Determine the degree to which school programs enable students to attain proficiency of academic

. standards.

3. Provide results to school districts (including charter schools), PRRI, APs and AVTSs for
consideration in the development of strategic plans.

4. Provide information to state policymakers including the General Assembly and the Board on how
effective schools are in promoting and demonstrating student proficiency of academic standards.

5. Provide information to the general public on school performance.

6. Provide results to school districts (including charter schools) and AVTSs based upbn the aggregate
performance of all students, for students with an Individualized Education Program (IEP) and for

those without an |EP.

Although mathematics and reading standards were adopted at the grade 3, 5, 8, and 11 levels, since
1999, the assessment for these content areas was conducted only at grades 5, 8, and 11. The writing
assessment for the 2001 - 2002 school year will be conducted as follows: Grades 6 and 9 in October and
Grade 11 in February, but with the addition of standards-based results for both schools and individual
students reported. The new Domain Scoring Guide, seen on page 15 of this handbook, will be used
again this year for the writing assessment. The Department has conducted a “generalizability” study in
order to redesign the writing assessment to provide valid and reliable individual student results. A
“generalizability” study is a study that evaluates the advantages and disadvantages in selecting a
particular type of assessment and the scoring method for that assessment (e.g., two 40-minute sessions
versus a single 60-minute session, or a holistic scoring rubric versus a domain-based scoring rubric).
The Department will announce the recommended changes from the “generalizability” study when they

7
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are available. The Department is currently beginning work on the establishment of proficiency levels for
the PSSA Writing Assessments for school year 2002 -2003.

ADVISORY COMMITTEE

The Division of Evaluation and Reports personnel have been greatly assisted in the development of the
writing assessment by a group of teachers, supervisors and other educators who constitute the Writing
Assessment Advisory Committee (WAAC).

Committee work has also included developing The Pennsylvania Domain Scoring Guide for the scoring
of the essays. In addition, the committee provides assistance in categorizing, aligning the items.within

. the assessment to meet the Writing Academic Standards, including reviewing for bias and grade
appropriateness for large scale assessments.

The Pennsylvania Writing Assessment Advisory Committee members are the educators who chose the
concepts on which all writing assessments are based. The committee consists of teachers from all grade
levels, supervisors, curriculum directors, administrators, policy makers and college specialists.

Among the WAAC'’s defined reéponsibilities are to:

know the Pennsylvania Academic Standards for Writing.
develop the PSSA Writing Assessment’s performance tasks and statements.
make recommendations to strengthen and expand the PSSA.

articulate the long-term goals and objectives of the PSSA to parents, employees and the
community. :

provide in-service training to local school districts. ‘
provide training and staff development for classroom and large-scale assessment.

attend Writing Assessment Advisory Committee meetings, rangefinding, scoring sessions,
prompt development sessions, and annual meetings.

Q .
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OVERVIEW OF THE WRITING ASSESSMENT

‘ In recognition of the vital role that writing plays in our lives, the development of a student’s ability to write
effectively for a variety of purposes and audiences has become one of the desired goals for
communications instruction in schools.

In 1989, as part of a continuing review of the conceptual bases for statewide testing, the Writing
Assessment Advisory Committee (WAAC) was formed to design a writing test that would measure
students’ ability to write for different purposes. To do this, the committee members examined writing
research, investigated various types of writing assessments being used by several other states and the
National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) and studied the implications of the Pennsylvania
Department of Education’s framework for integrating communication skills across the curriculum. During
this review, it became apparent that, because of the complexity of the writing process, an adequate
conception of writing must be established. Since a single, simple definition of writing may fail to capture
this complexity, the Writing Assessment Advisory Committee recommends the following operational
definition of writing presented by the National Council of Teachers of English and supported by the
Pennsylvania Framework.

Writing is the process of selecting, combining, arranging and developing ideas in effective
sentences, paragraphs, and, often longer units of discourse. The process requires the writer to
cope with a number of variables: method of development (narrating, explaining, describing,
reporting and persuading); tone (from personal to quite formal); form (from a limerick to a
formal letter to a long research report); purpose (from discovering and expressing personal
feelings and values to conducting the impersonal “business” of everyday life); and possible

‘ audiences (oneself, classmates, a teacher, “the world”). Learning to write and to write
increasingly well involves developing increasing skill and sensitivity in selecting from and
combining these variables to shape particular messages. It also involves learning to conform to
conventions of the printed language, appropriate to the age of the writer and to the form,
purpose and tone of the message. Beyond the pragmatic purpose of shaping messages to
others, writing can be a means of self-discovery, of finding out what we believe, know, and
cannot find words or circumstances to say to others. Writing can be a deeply personal act of
shaping our perception of the world and our relationships to people and things in that world.
Thus, writing serves both public and personal needs of students, and it warrants the full,
generous and continuing effort of all teachers. !

In keeping with the active nature of performance assessment (i.e., students knowing and doing) this
writing assessment is performance-based rather than an objective measure of isolated skills. As Breland
and Jones indicate, direct assessment of writing samples gets at certain kinds of skills that
multiple-choice tests, no matter how constructed, simply cannot measure, namely: “(1) the ability to
organize ideas in logical and coherent expository prose; (2) the ability to structure thought in a
recognizable rhetorical pattern, i.e., the simple beginning, middle, and end; (3) the ability to demonstrate
fluency and ease in the invention of appropriate syntactical patterns; and (4) the ability to identify and
employ an appropriate tone and style to match a presumed audience.”

‘ 1 Breland, Hunter M. and Robert J. Jones, (1982). Perceptions of Writing Skill. (ETS RR NO. 8247). New York: College Board
Publications. )
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The Pennsylvania Department of Education believes this performance assessment of writing will enhance
instructional efforts by encouraging teachers to design instruction around thoughtful, effective and
meaningful writing tasks.

The writing assessment provides a broad measure of students’ abilities to write for a variety of purposes,
specifically to inform, narrate and persuade in all subject areas.

The writing assessment is to serve as a model in both form and process. This model includes
administration, product, evaluation and reporting. The Pennsylvania Writing Assessment Advisory
Committee members develop prompts, conduct range finding and mirror studies, write and revise the
handbook, and provide staff development. They become resource persons who may train their
colleagues to score and/or assist in the development of district writing assessment systems.

Districts are encouraged to use the procedures and methods described in this handbook to
create prompts and score writing samples as part of their district level assessment programs.
District programs could include other types of writing assignments and other methods of assessment,
such as holistic scoring, primary trait scoring, and continuous-progress portfolios.

Modes of Writing

Even before the state included these types of writing in its academic standards, the WAAC identified
three “modes” or types of writing to be among the most important in school and in life, and to be most
appropriate for the state assessment.

Informational Writing

Informational writing is used to share knowledge and convey messages, instructions or ideas by making
connections between the familiar and unfamiliar. It is assessed because it is used as a common writing
strategy in academic, personal and job-related areas; as a tool that spans a range of thinking skills from
recall to analysis and evaluation; and as a means of presenting information in prose. This type of writing
has many functions: to present information through reporting, explaining, directing, summarizing and
defining; to organize and analyze information through explaining, comparing, contrasting and relaying
cause/effect; or to evaluate information through judging, ranking or deciding.

Narrative Writing

Narrative writing relates a series of events of an actual occurrence or a proposed occurrence at a
particular time and in a particular place. It requires writers to closely observe, explore and reflect upon a
wide range of expenences At all grade levels, the functions of this mode of writing are to narrate or
reminisce.

Persuasive Writing

Persuasive writing moves the reader to take an action or to form or change an opinion. This type of
writing is assessed for three reasons: 1) it requires thinking skills such as analysis, synthesis and -
evaluation; 2) it requires writers to choose from a variety of situations and to take a stand, and 3) itis a
skill frequently used in school and the workplace. Persuasive writing has several functions: to state and
support a position, opinion or issue; or to defend, to refute or to argue.

18
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Purposes of the Writing Assessment

, ‘ The writing assessment provides information to individual students, buildings, and school districts about
the current status of students’ writing and a process that monitors writing skill development. This

assessment was designed to evaluate individual performances as well as to influence instruction. The
purposes of the assessment are to:

® measure individual student performance in writing;

® measure performance in writing within a school and demonstrate growth within a district;

®  monitor progress toward communication and writing achievement in Pennsylvania schools;

e provide information to help teachers strengthen their writing programs;

e provide information that will reinforce the value of writing;

® encourage more writing in Pennsylvania classrooms;

e encourage different types of writing in Pennsylvania classrooms;

® encourage school districts to develop a systematic program for improving the quality of writing;

® encourage staff development in domain scoring; and

® encourage districts to provide staff development in writing instruction and assessment.

The state writing assessment is intended to evaluate performances of individual students, to provide
comparative data about the school’s writing program, and to serve as a validity check of the school’s local

‘ assessment of writing.

ELEMENTS OF THE ASSESSMENT: STRATEGIES IN WRITING

The writing process consists of various strategies students use before, during and after writing. Effective
use of these strategies is evidenced by good writers. Not all of the strategies need to be used each time
one writes; rather, one needs to be able to select and apply those strategies that best suit the writing task
and situation. Students must be taught these strategies and given regular and ample opportunities to
practice them.

The first items students encounter on the writing assessment relate to specific strategies used in the
writing process. They are asked to respond to the following:

Q
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in school, mark "No."

| have been taught

2. to use different types of writing.
3. to'revise and edit my writing. -
4. to discuss my wrltlng with my teachers.
* 5, to.discuss my writing with my classmates. -
6. to use a computer for writing.

often you participate in this activity.

. 7. | plan, brainstorm, map or read to gather ideas before I'write -. =~ _
8. | write about topics | choose

"9: | write stories, plays, poems and essaysin school =71 % Fh n
10. ) write reports, letters and essays for classes other than Enghsh

‘11. l'use a computer to write : S
12. | have opportunmes to discuss my wrmng wnh my teachers

-13.- I have opportunities to discuss my writing with my classmates
14. ) revise and edit my writing

" 15 I'share my writing with an audience other than my classrates and teachers’
16. My teachers read students' writing to the class

117. My teachers share their own writing with their students

respond to the following statements about computers.

1. to use prewriting skills such as brainstorming, listing, mapping and outlining. -

Every

Day

00000600000

Every
Week

o

00

[G)

000¢

0

,
O

(

Y
.

Every
Every Grading
Month Period Never
O [
- - O
- - -
- - =
- oo O
o o )
O O O
(7 - -
o [ )
[ o -]
O &) 4D)]

Your teachers can teach or show you skills that will help you as you learn to write. Below are six skills that may help
you write better. Read each one and mark "Yes" if you have been taught this in school. If you have not been taught this

Yes
e
-]

)
O

ce O

(o)

When you write, you, your classmates and your teachers can use activities to improve your writing. Below are 11
activities that may help you improve your writing. Read each one carefully and mark the column that describes how

Computers are playing an increasing role in every student's life. You may even have your own computer at home. Please

4
[5)

3
i

000001

At Least Less Than
Every 3Times Oncea Oncea
Day aWeek Week Week  Never
18. How frequently do you use a computer at school? [ - - - o
.19. How frequently do you use a computer outside of school? O e - < O
20. |1 use a computer for the following (mark all that apply):
O e-mail 2 to go to chat rooms C for instruction
> word processing (. to do Internet searches O to take a test
 to buy things
21. | use the following tools when | write on a computer (mark all that apply):
> Spell Checker > Cut & Paste
O Dictionary 72 | do not use any of the tools listed.
22. Do you like using a computer?
{2 1like using a computer a lot. 3 Idon't like using a computer very much.
.7 | like using a computer a little. 2 | strongly dislike using a computer.
7 | neither like nor dislike using a computer.
‘. 0 SOl LUTT Rl .
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ELEMENTS OF THE ASSESSMENT: THE WRITING SAMPLE

‘ ADMINISTRATION OF THE WRITING ASSESSMENT

SPECIAL NOTE: Allinformation about test administration in this publication is tentative. -
IU, district, and school administrators and teachers are strongly advised to watch for and
follow Assessment Updates that the Pennsylvania Department of Education will issue to -
a Dlstrlct s Assessment Coordlnator : L

 EXCEPTION: In the Pittsburgh School District and the Phlladelphla Clty School Dlstrlct |
each school’s principal is the Assessment Coordinator. '

SIXTH GRADE WRITING ASSESSMENT
OCTOBER 2001

Guidelines for the administration of the assessment are sent to district assessment coordinators prior to
the assessment, and test administrators also receive administration directions in time to preview them.
Beginning with the 2000 assessment, students will be given two common prompts.

The time allotted will be 60 minutes per prompt response. Students must respond to both prompts.
During that time, students are encouraged to select and apply the elements of the writing process that
will enable them to develop and produce their responses. The Writing Assessment Advisory Committee
strongly recommends that students take time to plan their essay responses, using some pre-writing
techniques, such as outlining and mapping as suggested in Writing Standard 1.5, Quality of Writing. In
addition, State Board of Education of Pennsylvania Regulations, Chapter 4 Academic Standards and
Assessment, Section 1.51c. and d. support the Writing Assessment.

Students are not permitted to use a dictionary, thesaurus or electronic spell checker in compliance with
the Pennsylvania Academic Standards for Writing. Although elements of the writing process are
incorporated in the assessment, it is a large-scale, on-demand performance assessment, and students
are not permitted to get assistance from teachers or peers. However, students may use an original copy
of the Domain Scoring Guide.

NINTH GRADE WRITING ASSESSMENT
OCTOBER 2001

Guidelines for the administration of the assessment are sent to district assessment coordinators prior to
the assessment, and test administrators also receive administration directions in time to preview them.
Beginning with the 2000 assessment, students will be given two common prompts.

The time allotted will be 60 minutes per prompt response. Students must respond to both prompts.
During that time, students are encouraged to select and apply the elements of the writing process that
- will enable them to develop and produce their responses. The Writing Assessment Advisory Committee
strongly recommends that students take time to plan their essay responses, using some pre-writing

‘ techniques, such as outlining and mapping as suggested in Writing Standard 1.5, Quality of Writing. In

21
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addition, State Board of Education of Pennsylvania Regulations, Chapter 4 Academic Standards and
Assessment, Section 1.51c. and d. support the Writing Assessment.

Students are not permitted to use a dictionary, thesaurus or electronic spell checker in compliance with ‘
the Pennsylvania Academic Standards for Writing. Although elements of the writing process are
incorporated in the assessment, it is a large-scale, on-demand performance assessment, and they are

not permitted to get assistance from teachers or peers. However, students may use an original copy of

the Domain Scoring Guide.

ELEVENTH GRADE WRITING ASSESSMENT
SPRING 2002

Guidelines for the administration of the assessment are sent to district assessment coordinators prior to
the assessment, and test administrators also receive administration directions in time to preview them.
Beginning with the 2001 assessment, students may be given three common prompts, one in each of the
three modes of writing.

The time allotted will be 60 minutes per prompt response. Students must submit all three responses.
During that time, students are encouraged to select and apply the elements of the writing process that
will enable them to develop and produce their responses. The Writing Assessment Advisory Committee
strongly recommends that students take time to plan their essay responses, using some pre-writing
techniques, such as outlining and mapping as suggested in Writing Standard 1.5, Quality of Writing. In
addition, State Board of Education of Pennsylvania Regulations, Chapter 4 Academic Standards and
Assessment, Section 1.51c. and d. support the Writing Assessment.

Students are not permitted to use a dictionary, thesaurus or electronic spell checker in compliance with
the Pennsylvania Academic Standards for Writing. Although elements of the writing process are
incorporated in the assessment, it is a large-scale, on-demand performance assessment, and they are
not permitted to get assistance from teachers or peers. However, students may use an original copy of
the Domain Scoring Guide.

TESTING ENVIRONMENT

The test setting is of the utmost importance for the writing assessment. The following guidelines are
strongly recommended.

® The writing assessment should be administered in the classrooms, not large group areas, such
as the auditorium or the cafeteria.

® The classrooms should be quiet and well lighted.

® The classrooms should contain an adequate supply of scratch paper, pens, and/or sharpened
pencils.

® Members of the English Language Arts department should administer the writing assessment.

THE WRITING PROMPTS

One of the most critical tasks in the design of the writing assessment is the development of the writing
prompts. A prompt is a statement or group of statements about a specific topic, constructed to motivate
students’ thoughts and elicit their best writing on the topic. Prompts that specify the purpose and

<2
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audience have been developed to elicit the mode of writing required. Before prompts are used in an
assessment, they are field-tested to ensure that they are fair to all students.

‘ The prompts have a common set of directions that can be read by the test administrator as the students
read along silently. Following each prompt is a set of five guideline statements. Each statement refers
directly to one of the five domains that correspond to the characteristics of effective writing. These
statements are designed to assist students by making assessment expectations known.

See sample prompts in the new separate documents: 2000-2001 Grade 6, 9, and 11 Anchor Writing
Supplements.

® 23
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ASSESSING WRITING

The Domain Scoring Guide

The Pennsylvania Writing Assessment Domain Scoring Guide addresses the five characteristics of
effective writing. The interplay of these characteristics and the scoring criteria is graphically represented
in the domain scoring guide. The five characteristics—focus, content, organization, style, and
conventions—have been deemed significant to any piece of writing.

Writers should be able to demonstrate their ability to respond appropriately to a prompt, which specifies

* the purpose for their writing and the audience. Writers are expected to concentrate their writing skills on
the mode that is indicated by the prompt. However, any one composition may integrate more than one
mode of writing. This idea touches on one of the goals of the writing assessment: the assessment should
elicit authentic writing. For example, it is rare to find a piece of pure narration without some informational
passages. Even the best persuasive pieces incorporate some informational writing, often interspersed
with imaginative and narrative passages. This integration occurs very naturally; however, the writer
should develop one controlling mode of writing specific to the task.

Definition of Domain Scoring

Domain scoring, a valid method for scoring individual writing, is used to evaluate students’ writing. Each
of the five characteristics of effective writing is a “domain.” Each domain is scored separately on a
4-point scale to indicate the writer’s level of competence. Scores of 3 and 4 characterize acceptable
writing while scores of 1 and 2 characterize unacceptable writing. Any given paper may be acceptable in
some domains while unacceptable in other domains.

Description of the Domains

The domain of focus, the single controlling point made with an awareness of task (mode) about a
specific topic, involves three essential features of a response. One, the writer should make an assertion
about that topic. Usually, the assertion takes the form of a thesis statement; however, the assertion may
also be strongly implied. Two, the writer should write about the task using the mode of writing stated in
the prompt. Three, the writer should clearly address the topic.

The domain of content presents ideas developed through facts, examples, anecdotes, details,
opinions, statistics, reasons, and/or explanations. The writer should support and explain or elaborate on
any assertions. Any points should be clearly developed and made relevant to the assertions. In this
domain, the writer should “show” the reader, not “tell.”

The domain of organization, the order developed and sustained within and across paragraphs using
transitional devices and including introduction and conclusion, concerns the arrangement of the content
into an order appropriate for the purpose of the response. The arrangement may be marked by
transitional devices within and between paragraphs and should support an underlying functional pattern,
e.g., logical, spatial or chronological.

<4
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The domain of style reflects the choice, use, and arrangement of words and sentence structures that
create tone and voice. The writer should use specific language and sentence structure to develop a voice .

’ and tone consistent with and supportive of the assertions. The writer should demonstrate an awareness of
audience.

The domain of conventions includes grammar, mechanics, spelling, usage, and sentence formation.
The writer should demonstrate evident control of these conventions.

25
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SCORING THE ASSESSMENT

' A contractor trained to use the Pennsylvania Domain Scoring Guide scores the assessment papers.

Members of the Writing Assessment Advisory Committee select the anchor papers and training papers

used to train the professional scorers employed by the contractor. The scorers are carefully monitored for
reliability to ensure that Pennsylvania’s standards are met.

Periodically, the Division of Evaluation and Reports conducts mirror studies on the papers scored by the
contractor. In mirror studies at least 10% of the scored papers are re-scored by Pennsylvania teachers
as a reliability check.

REPORTING WRITING ASSESSMENT RESULTS

Results of “Strategies in Writing”

The data for this part of the assessment are the number and percentage of students responding to each
of the response choices for each strategy (see page 10). School data are provided with comparisons for
district and state. When reviewing the data, remember that this is “self-reporting” by students and should
be viewed as descriptive of, not prescriptive for, classroom practices. This information can, however,
serve as the impetus for reflection on program and instruction and as an indicator for areas in need of
strengthening. :

Results of the Writing Assessment

Each student will receive his or her scores on the writing assessment. Reports will include separate

' domain scores for focus, content, organization, style and conventions, along with a total score. In
addition to individual student scores, each school district will receive school summary reports containing
school, district and state data.

® 28
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SAMPLES OF STUDENTS’ ESSAYS

SIXTH, NINTH AND ELEVENTH GRADE INDIVIDUAL SUPPLEMENTS

2000-2001 Supplement Anchor Sets of Domain Scored student essays for each Prompt will be released
at each grade level (6, 9 and 11) after each PSSA Writing Assessment’s Administration. The 2000-2001
Supplement Anchor Set Grades 6 and the 2000-2001 Supplement Anchor Set Grade 9 are currently
available as Supplements to the 2001 PSSA Writing Assessment Handbook at:

http://www.pde.state.pa.us/

2000-2001 Supplement Anchor Set Grade 11 will also be available as a supplement and on the Web in
the summer of 2001.

AW
w
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APPENDIX B

. TESTING ACCOMMODATIONS TO ENCOURAGE
PARTICIPATION BY STUDENTS WITH
DISABILITIES
IN THE
PENNSYLVANIA SYSTEM OF SCHOOL ASSESSMENT

See: http://www.pde.state.pa.us/

Then click: K-12 Schools Fast Find . . . for: Assessment, and then scroll down to: Testing
Accommodations for the PSSA, 2000-2001 :
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